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Abstract 
The statistics collected in the last few years in Italy reveal that the massive attendance of foreign children in schools requires 
urgent educational intervention in the intercultural sense. The school has a social organization that continuously puts in place 
relational dynamics. Therefore, it is the privileged place to promote respect for diversity and  to foster cultural and civic 
development of those who, in the near future, will be the main protagonists of our society. For this reason, this article focuses 
primarily on the school and on the eventual arising problems, considering the complexity of this issue. The purpose of this article 
is, first of all, to provide some pedagogical orientations through the examination of the existing literature on this subject. 
Secondly, the aim is to propose some possible reflections on the anthropological, political and socio-cultural issues, connected 
with the problem of immigration and the Italian society evolution, that may be useful for developing intercultural education path 
in all its specific phases. 
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1. Introduction 
The significant presence of immigrants who, for several decades, have chosen Europe as a place to live in, has 
led us to live with people of different cultures. Therefore, if we don’t want our and their lives to be more and more 
closed to the same ethnic group to which they belong, it is necessary that we move from the simple welcome – 
which in many cases is already felt as a heavy and suffocating burden – to the integration with them through the 
path of knowledge and mutual acceptance. 
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Keeping in mind that a project of intercultural education needs the involvement of the various educational 
agencies operating on the territory, our attention is directed mainly to the school and the problems that can arise in 
it, in the light of the complexity of the issue we are facing. 
 
2. The Promotion of Intercultural Dimension in the Multi-ethnic School 
The statistics collected in recent years† show that the massive presence of foreign children in the Italian schools 
calls for an urgent intervention in favor of interculturalism. This phenomenon – which is new as regards the 
numbers and its specific educational actions – fits into a disoriented, fragmented and confused context that does not 
have enough tools suited to the education of the developmental age (Vico, 1992, p. 52). 
However, there is a good sensitivity towards multicultural education, encouraged in recent years also by 
ministerial regulation that has explicitly and repeatedly treated the theme of intercultural education. 
The school continually puts in place relational dynamics because of its social organization, so it seems like the 
privileged place to promote respect for diversity and cultural and civil development of those who will be the main 
protagonists of our society in the next future. 
The realization of intercultural education projects, beyond the simplistic ways that sometimes are proposed, 
involves considerable difficulties, some due to the organization of the Italian school structure. 
The path undertaken by the pedagogy, with the cooperation of other human sciences, has emphasized the 
principle according to which it is necessary, in the educational enterprise, to take into account the individual 
variability regarding the attitudes, the personal development timeline and learning, the peculiar ways in which each 
one builds and develops their knowledge (Vico, 1992, p. 36).  
Therefore we need to rethink the methods and structure of the school organization, in the light of individual 
differences. 
This task is not always so easy, especially today, since the school is mostly considered as the key to the 
professional training of the person in view of his entry into the labor market. Moreover, today the focus is not so 
much directed to integral education of the individual, but, rather, to his productive capacity. In few words, we can 
say that usually the economic side is favored at the expense of the anthropological one.  
Those who believe in the school’s educational mission have to refer to pupils who are in front of them, with their 
potential and their limits. 
A school that considers achieved its role in transmitting knowledge, that moves the educational contents to the 
background, that claims to be equal for all, that ignores the psychological and human meanings of social or cultural 
belonging, practices a violent universalism (Santerini, 2003, p. 72) which does not take into account the dignity and 
uniqueness of each person. 
If the school has the task of educating the future citizens, helping individuals to develop their skills and offering 
them contents that will enable them to enter with responsibility and maturity the complex social world, we 
immediately realize that its role cannot be achieved with the mere transmission of knowledge. 
This also applies to the intercultural dimension. If the school now takes on the task of promoting intercultural 
education, it must be taken in account that this task is not confined in making known to the students the different 
cultures in society and even in the classroom itself. You can be expert in a culture, harbouring a more or less acute 
antipathy towards individuals and groups belonging to that culture. The phenomena of rejection and racism, the 
prejudice and xenophobia clearly show how the knowledge does not suffice to develop an attitude of dialogue. 
Accepting an individual is not enough to know him; you need to develop sympathy and compassion towards him 
(Santerini, 2003, p. 64). 
We believe that the school should offer and transmit value and respect for the dignity of the human person and 
we also think that the school ought to care to defend and promote it as irreplaceable heritage of every society. 
 
 
 
†  In this respect, see the research and studies carried out by the C.S.E.R. (Centro Studi sull’Emigrazione) of Rome and Fondazione ISMU 
(Fondazione Iniziative e Studi sulla Multietnicità) of Milan. 
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It is not easy to defend and promote the originality of each person, in respect of social coexistence and in a reality 
that looks increasingly multicultural; this requires the commitment of those involved in education to a specific 
personal training. 
 
3. The Teacher's Role to Promote the Welcome and the Inclusion of Immigrant Pupils 
When foreign pupils enter school, they have to learn the rules, often implicit, which organize school life, regulate 
interpersonal relationships, define what is correct or allowed and what is not tolerated. These children, who come 
from afar, have to orient themselves in the new space; they need to find their own place and  also to identify the 
margins of action (Demetrio, Favaro, 1997 p. 87). 
The nursery school is a completely new world for the foreign child who finds himself alone and is often not able 
to ask for clarifications or give explanations, since he has not yet learned adequately the language code of the new 
country. These children cannot even count on their parents’ help, since for many of them the rules that characterize 
school life are completely unknown. Sometimes, it also happens that misunderstandings due to the different way of 
perceiving and/or interpreting certain behaviors, arise in children and teachers who follow them. We know, in fact, 
that every culture and every society have the implicit characteristics of culture, namely unspoken messages – 
usually based on social consensus – which are appropriate to pursue relationships without having to redefine the 
context, roles and procedures all the time: those who haven’t got or just don’t know them feel the discomfort of 
being excluded or not accepted. Sometimes it can happen that teachers and native children unintentionally transmit 
body languages to the foreign child who perceives them as messages of strangeness or – even worse – aggression. 
The foreign child must reorient his biological and cultural program to reach a new adjustment, otherwise he risks 
exclusion from the new context and the consequent personal disorientation (Camilletti, Castelnuovo, 1994, p. 35). 
In this regard, the teacher must do everything possible so that the foreign child does not feel different and 
marginalized, but, rather, like an important component of the school group in which he is joined. One thing that the 
teacher can do is pay attention to what the student says and what he does, avoiding any pietistic attitude or welfare 
approach, derived from the concept of diversity as a deficit, retardation or a gap to fill. On the contrary, he has to 
acquire a positive attitude which considers diversity as an opportunity for dialogue to be used as a teaching resource 
(Sirna, 1991, p. 289). 
Who teaches in a class with foreign children must bear in mind that the starting point is not the same for all 
students: language difficulties and, consequently, of understanding and exposition, diversity of customs and habits 
put the foreign child in an unfavorable position compared to the native child. If we don’t take into account these 
problems, the educational failure as well as an increased school dropout rate will be inevitable.  
Even when the foreign child is not victim of an exaggerated emphasis due to his diversity that would lead to a 
marginalization, he needs his original identity to be recognized and valued by the school. Only in this case, the 
educational success may be accompanied by a balanced personality development. Foreign children need their 
language and their culture to be taken into account among the educational and learning objectives. In the absence of 
such recognition, they may feel discredited and marginalized. By contrast, the respect of their specificity helps to 
enhance their identity and thus to build a positive image of themselves (Cesari, 1992, p. 95). 
The teacher should aim at enhancing the relationship between the several actors in the school: he has to prepare 
an atmosphere of welcome and dialogue able to encourage discussion and inclusion, reducing at the same time the 
feeling of being in a minority as much as possible (Demetrio, Favaro, 1993, p. 148). 
 
4. Conclusion 
The school is called to be a place of life in which the human authenticity is promoted, a structure that can ensure 
everyone – and especially to those who have difficulty – the welcoming needs, an institution that proposes 
differentiated learning paths, respecting the virtuality and individual training needs (Angori, 1994, p. 31). 
In this sense, the school plays an important role in education for diversity, because it is the community living to 
allow us to learn to respect ourselves and the others and to experience – alongside the feeling of belonging – 
hospitality, solidarity, cooperation (Angori, 1994, p. 43). 
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In this perspective, in recent decades, the methods of teaching have been rethought in order to promote dialogue 
and interaction forms among the students able to foster the awareness that the knowledge and relationships 
(cognitive and social ones) are the result of a collective construction (Frigerio, 1996, p. 257), in which each person 
has the duty to bring his specific contribution. 
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